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ERIN KRAMER HOLMES, Ph.D.1; SEAN BROTHERSON, Ph.D.2; and KEVIN ROY, Ph.D.3

GUEST EDITORIAL
Community-Based Programs Serving Fathers
Community-based programs have been an important vehicle for the promotion of father involvement in the lives of children over the past decade. There is little available
research, however, on the effectiveness of these programs in promoting involvement,
or on the experiences of men and staff in building such programs. Despite the emergence of a new generation of federally-funded, state-funded, and locally-funded programs for fathers and families, a lack of available research means researchers and
practitioners run the risk of losing valuable insight to inform better practices for fathering. Devoting a special issue of Fathering to these efforts is our attempt to make
already existing programs more visible, to enhance dialogue between researchers and
practitioners on evaluation and curriculum issues, and to celebrate the efforts of many
“on the ground” who continue to seek ways to improve their efforts with a diverse population of fathers and father figures.
The development of community-based programs and services targeting men in family life has significantly outpaced the available research literature on such programs.
Such programs have emerged as a response to concerns about poor fathering and its
contribution to social problems, as well as due to a desire to assist men in meeting the
significant challenges of contemporary parenting. Fagan and Hawkins (2001) commented on the need for “improved clinical and educational strategies to better support
and promote fatherhood” and also encouraged “collaborative relationships between
practitioners, researchers, and policymakers on behalf of fathers and families” (p. 15).
This collection of articles presents a portrait of the diverse programs targeting fathers
across different contexts and the lessons they provide for furthering the linkages between supportive policies, programmatic interventions, and well-designed research and
evaluation efforts.
In the issue that follows, we are pleased to present six papers dealing with different
aspects of community services for fathers and father figures in regions throughout the
United States and Canada. These include papers which address what really works in fa1
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thering programs based on the most rigorous randomized design evaluations, an evaluation of the impact of a fathering newsletter as a cost-effective education tool, a critical assessment of men’s mental health concerns in responsible fathering programs,
and a qualitative exploration of the social service organizations that offer assistance
tailored to young fathers’ needs or those responsible for child and youth protection. We
also present a case study that explores the creation of collaborative community partnerships in Milwaukee, and a clinically informed case model focused on increasing
outreach, connection, and services to low-income non-custodial fathers in Connecticut.
Bronte-Tinkew, Burkhauser, and Metz review key findings from random assignment
design fatherhood programs to answer questions about “what works.” We emphasize
that while correlational research can suggest possibilities for increasing father involvement, investments in rigorous experimental research of programmatic interventions are needed. The gold standard for evaluation research is classical experimental
design, which requires randomized assignment to a control group and at least one comparison treatment group. This gold standard is challenging and expensive to achieve,
but to get answers strong enough to push policy forward and inform program development we need to invest in randomized control trials. This review of promising practices emerging from the most rigorous of the evaluations of fatherhood programs ought
to improve the quality of our efforts.
In their article, Brotherson, Holmes, and Bouwhuis evaluate the effectiveness of the
Father Times newsletter for fathers and father figures of kindergarten children, and
present preliminary results suggesting that regardless of father/father figure age, socioeconomic status, or number of children, fathers perceive changes in their parenting attitudes, knowledge, and behaviors (including father-child relationship quality) as a
result of reading the newsletter. They highlight that newsletters can be an effective preventive educational tool, as well as a non-invasive, cost-effective way for parent educators to meet men “where they are” in their parenting efforts.
The article by Fitzgerald, Roy, Anderson, and Letiecq emphasizes the importance of
including mental health assessments and providing treatment plans in responsible fathering programs. They aptly highlight that responsible fathering programs center their
curricula on employment and coparenting to the exclusion of men’s mental health
needs. This oversight may minimize the beneficial effects of responsible fathering programs when poor mental health not only directly interferes with parent involvement but
also impacts employment and relationships. For example, in their evaluation of two
responsible fathering programs in Maryland, they discovered that one-third of fathers
in these programs had clinically high levels of depressive symptoms. Unfortunately, few
of these fathers had treatment plans that offered support for their mental health needs.
The authors suggest that tending to the mental health needs of fathers involved in programs that seek to assist them is an important but overlooked dimension of program effectiveness.
Deslaurier, Devault, Groulx, and Sévigny focus their efforts on young fathers (age 15
to 25 at the birth of their first child) and highlight the need to understand young men’s
relationships with social service agencies. Their results suggest that young fathers appreciate sporting or leisure activities to bolster a sense of group belonging that fosters
change in these young fathers’ lives. Deslaurier et al emphasize, however, that perceptions of societal judgment on young fathers impact young men’s perceptions of social
4
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services. Young men may not seek services because they fear that the adult men who
offer or receive social services may discriminate against young fathers. This qualitative
exploration of young fathers’ experiences with social services illuminates the need for
a full systemic evaluation of the interplay between men’s individual perceptions of social services and needs for social services which are embedded in a larger social-ecological framework of masculinities and gendered stereotypes.
Two case studies present models for effective program approaches to serving fathers
in their communities. Beck and Henning-Smith present their efforts to develop and implement a multi-sectoral fatherhood program in Milwaukee with the goal of fostering
collaboration able to support and sustain the efforts of fathers and the organizations invested in their wellbeing. They further provide information regarding partner roles, accomplishments, strategies for sustainability, and recommendations applicable to
forming initiatives in other communities. Gordon et al. present a clinical case model focused on meeting the unique needs of low-income non-custodial fathers. They emphasize the need for a model that recognizes the unique challenges low-income
non-custodial fathers face due to racial discrimination and ethnic prejudice, incarceration and reunification with families and communities after incarceration, barriers to
employment, and related limitations in health, education, work experience, transportation, and housing.
In conclusion, all of these articles are noteworthy for their efforts to synthesize the
most rigorous evaluation literature and to address collaborative efforts in communities
that work. They will draw attention to innovative ways to improve already existing
programs, to create and evaluate parent education tools that specifically target fathers,
and to address multiple populations of fathers and father figures who may all benefit
from community services to improve their skills, knowledge, and behavior as parents.
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